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Social Mobility: Selling Transportation and Modernity 
in Independence-Era Ghana 
 
By Jonathan T. Reynolds 
 
During the period of the 1960s and 1970s, a considerable amount of scholarly energy was 
devoted to studying the process of “modernization.” Scholars, particularly political scientists 
and anthropologists, theorized extensively over exactly what modernization was and debated 
how it could best be quantified and measured.1 By the 1980s, however, the very notion of the 
“modern,” along with its antithesis, the “traditional” was falling out of favor. Indeed, by 
declaring the new era “post-modern,” the academic avant-guard signaled that the concept of 
modernity had effectively been relegated to the past. The past, however, is the turf of 
historians, so perhaps now that the concept of modernity has become old-fashioned it is time 
for historians to take their turn at examining its meaning.  
This paper will approach the concept of the “modern” by examining the role of 
advertising in creating notions of modernity in independence-era Ghana. Ghana, at the time 
of independence in 1957, was a country of supreme optimism about the future. Not only did 
Ghanaians see themselves as being on the cutting edge politically (as the first sub-Saharan 
colony to achieve independence), but they also believed that independence would bring a 
new era of economic development and wealth. Ghana, as a country, was “going places.” The 
new nation’s optimism found many manifestations, but this paper will focus on only one 
aspect of this exuberance—representations of transportation as modernity in the 
advertisements and articles of Ghana’s premier newspaper, the Daily Graphic. As stated 
before, early scholarship on modernization was concerned primarily with developing a way 
of measuring the demise of the traditional and the rise of the modern. Such studies focused 
on examining populations of “traditional” or “transitional” peoples to attempt to discern just 
how “modern” they had or had not become. What the previous studies did not consider, and 
what this paper seeks to examine, is exactly how modernity was presented to and by such 
populations. No single factor seems to represent modernity more than motion itself—be it 
actual movement across space or be it social and economic change. Indeed, Daniel Lerner, 
the prominent scholar of modernity, defined the key aspect of being modern as having 
                                                
1 Examples of studies of modernization include Samuel Osei Boadu, “Mass Media and Modernization: An 
Assessment of Theoretical Problems,” Journal of Black Studies 12, 2 (1981), 193–200; Lawrence W. Doob, 
“Scales for Assaying Psychological Modernization in Africa,” Public Opinion Quarterly 31, 3 (1967), 414–21; 
George M. Foster, Traditional Cultures, and the Impact of Technological Change (New York: Harper and Row, 
1962); Joel S. Migdal, “Towards a New Theory of Change Among Individuals in the Process of 
Modernization,” World Politics 26, 2 (1974), 189–206; and Dean C. Tipps “Modernization Theory and the 
Comparative Study of Societies: A Critical Perspective,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 15, 2 
(1973), 199–226. 
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“psychic mobility”—the ability to “participate in and accept new patterns” of behavior.2 This 
paper will examine transportation as a key factor in the representation of modernity in Ghana 
during the late 1950s and early 1960s. How exactly was transportation presented to 
Ghanaians? How did notions of race, class and gender fit into these representations of 
transportation and modern identity? Further, how did images of transportation intersect with 
the very novel notion of being Ghanaian? In addressing these questions, this paper will argue 
that advertising images of transport not only reflected Ghana’s self-identity as a 
“modernizing” country, but that the way in which modernity itself was represented provides 
valuable insights into the ways race, class, and gender intersected with and informed 
Ghanaian’s identity during this period. Thus, this analysis will show that “modern” identity 
found expression on both the individual and the national levels. 
Race and Transportation 
During the era of colonial rule, racial privilege took many forms. Important among these was 
the freedom of movement that came with whiteness. Unlike colonial subjects, European 
colonial officials or visitors had unsurpassed freedom of movement at and between the local, 
regional, and international levels. As such, mobility and the vehicles utilized to achieve such 
movement were critical symbols of sovereignty—the ability to choose one’s own path in life. 
Not too surprisingly, many of the early representations of transportation reflected access to 
what had all-too-recently been seen as “white” privilege. Such images frequently worked by 
association. An advertisement for “Old England” shirts from 1958, for example, featured a 
smiling white man at the wheel of a convertible automobile, accompanied by a black 
passenger (Figure 1). The heading simply stated, “that’s a superior shirt.”3 The implication, 
however, is nonetheless clear: the shirt is so stylish and classy that it is good enough for car-
driving Europeans. The text in an advertisement for Kolynos toothpaste (Figure 2) from the 
same year reads “the successful man knows the importance of his smile,” and is positioned 
beneath an image of a “successful” Ghanaian speaking to a white man as they are being 
photographed while standing in front of a passenger airplane.4  
Advertisements often went beyond the simple allusion to white privilege. While 
presenting an image of a young Ghanaian male in a swanky bar filled with smiling 
Caucasians, a 1958 advertisement (Figure 3) for Grant’s Stand Fast Whisky stated that:  
The man who has travelled widely knows that Grant’s Stand Fast Whisky is one of 
the most famous in the world. He sees the smartest people ordering it in the best 
hotels and bars of New York, London and Paris. Wherever he goes in the world’s big 
cities, he sees the tall triangular bottle of Grant’s Stand Fast Whisky. It is the finest  
 
                                                
2 David Lerner, The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East (New York: MacMillan 
Press, 1958), 49–50. 
3 Daily Graphic, March 10, 1958. 
4 Ibid., April 21, 1958. 
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Figure 1.      Figure 2. 
  Figure 3.  
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smoothest whisky. When you order Grant’s Stand Fast Whisky, you prove that you 
know good whisky [original emphasis].5 
A similar advertisement (Figure 4) for the British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) 
featured a European couple dining in a restaurant overlooking a Swiss lake. Just behind them 
sits a smiling African, enjoying his own meal. The text of the advertisement reads: 
Ever eat fondu in an Alpine village … or seen the splendours of St. Peters … or met 
the gipsies of Granada? These are mere samples of the things you can do when you 
fly BOAC between West Africa and London. Break your joiurney at Rome or 
Barcelona, or any other scheduled stop, then fly to Milan, Frankfurt or Zurich, 
Geneva, Basle, Nice, or Paris, before continuing by BOAC.6 
It is obvious from the artwork in this advertisement that the African traveler has been 
“penned in” to an existing advertisement previously aimed only at Europeans. This fact 
reflects the reality that Africans were not only more mobile, but were seen also as a potential 
market in the post-colonial economy. 
    
Figure 4.  
                                                
5 Ibid., April 25, 1958. 
6 Ibid., January 14, 1959. 
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The implication behind these advertisements is clear. Not only is traveling a form of 
privilege previously enjoyed only by whites, but it also teaches the sort of cosmopolitan 
sophistication that will make one stand out even after returning home—so long as you learn 
to drink the right whisky. Notably, the international political climate at the time of Ghanaian 
independence made such travel fairly easy, at least for those who could afford it. Seeking to 
stress the openness of the “mother country” to the citizens of newly sovereign 
commonwealth states, the British government maintained an “open door” policy for travelers 
from former colonies. Cold War pressures and ongoing decolonization forced the 
conservative government of Britain to retain the policy until 1962, even in the face of race 
riots in London in 1958 and considerable popular discontent at rising immigration from 
Africa and other former colonial regions.7 The status of having traveled outside the country 
and having gained access to “white knowledge,” particularly by those who had studied 
overseas, also raises the issue of travel and notions of race. In Brazil it is commonly said that 
“money lightens,” and perhaps it is not too much of a stretch to assert that in Africa, 
“mobility lightens” as well. In Armah’s The Beautiful Ones Are Not Yet Born, for example, 
one “Big Man” character, who arrives in a limousine to buy bread is repeatedly addressed by 
the vendors as “white man,” despite his Ghanaian nationality.8 Similarly, in No Longer at 
Ease, Achebe’s protagonist Obi states, “To occupy a ‘European post’ was second only to 
being a European. It raised a man from the masses to an elite whose small talk at parties was 
‘how’s the car behaving?’”9 
Another aspect of European exclusivity during the colonial era was the ability to 
compete in motorsports. Indeed, for much of the colonial era “motor rallies,” not unlike sport 
hunting, had been a particularly exclusive recreation domain of whites-only. Wealthier 
Africans had been able to own cars and trucks, but they had not been allowed to use them for 
sport in competition with Europeans. Motor rallies in Africa received considerable coverage 
in newspapers and even colonial reports. The Gold Coast held many small motorsport events 
each year, culminating in the annual Gold Coast Rally that ran from Accra to Kumasi to 
Cape Coast and back to Accra. In 1959, the field featured the first-ever African team to 
compete in the now-renamed “Ghana Rally.” This novel event drew considerable coverage in 
the Daily Graphic—a clear conquest of the field of motoring recreation and competition by 
newly sovereign Africans.10 Indeed, over the course of the 1950s, transportation 
advertisements in the Daily Graphic, especially those for cars and air travel, made a 
transition from showing only Europeans to increasingly aiming their products at Ghanaians. 
These advertisements reflected that the newfound Ghanaian mobility was not only physical, 
but was also social. Some Ghanaians, at least, could now cross barriers of race that had once 
                                                
7 D.W. Dean “Conservative Government and the Restriction of Commonwealth Immigration in the 1950s: 
The Problems of Constraint,” The Historical Journal 35, 1 (1992), 171–94. 
8 In Ayi Kwei Armah, The Beautiful Ones Are Not Yet Born (Ibadan: Heinemann,1968), 36–37. 
9 Chinua Achebe, No Longer at Ease (New York: Fawcett World Library, 1969), 91. 
10 Daily Graphic, September 19, 1959. Notably, the year before an editorial in the Daily Graphic had 
lamented, “It is a pity that more motorists do not take part in [the rally], especially the Africans.” Daily 
Graphic, September 12, 1958. 
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been nearly impenetrable. Ghanaian independence and access to transportation, combined 
with a new set of civil liberties, were clearly achieving a breakdown of colonial racial 
barriers. 
Class and Mobility 
From the discussion thus far it is clear that notions of race and class often overlapped in 
Ghana during the early independence era. Issues of class, however, were perfectly capable of 
being raised without the overt inclusion of racial comparisons. A Colgate toothpaste 
advertisement from 1957 features a young Ghanaian doctor stating “I thank Colgate for my 
success.” After images showing him at work and at play in Ghana, the advertisement depicts 
him driving a convertible against a backdrop of London. That travel abroad is the ultimate 
manifestation of success is perfectly clear.11  
Cars have always been a symbol of class, and the automobile advertisements in early 
Ghana were certainly no exception. One Mobil advertisement (Figure 5) from 1957 featured 
the quintessential “big man” dressed in a suit and literally towering over an expensive car 
stating “Only the best for MY car!”(original emphasis).12 Advertisers were perfectly willing 
to combine what were seen as mutually supporting images of modernity to make sure that no 
one missed the point. A Ford advertisement (Figure 6) from 1958 stated “Prominent People 
know the importance of FORD Style,” and featured a Ford’s door being held open to receive 
a graduate (dressed in an academic gown) who had just disembarked from a large airliner—
ostensibly returning from education overseas.13 
     
    Figure 5. 
                                                
11 Daily Graphic, August 9, 1957. 
12 Ibid., July 9, 1957. 
13 Ibid., April 16, 1958. 
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Figure 6. 
Images of transportation and modernity were not limited only to high-status forms of 
transportation such as private automobiles and airplanes, however. Advertisers were clearly 
aware of the power of associating their products with “modernity.” Even those who could 
only afford the fare for bus travel could still be “modern” as long as they chose the right bus, 
as was suggested by a U.A.C. motors advertisement (Figure 7) that proclaimed “Modern 
People go by Bedford Bus.” How did you know a Bedford was modern? The advertisement 
made a clear (though unstated) distinction between Bedfords and the less modern “Mammy 
Wagons” by stating “you enter and leave in a dignified manner, by steps and a door. That’s 
why modern people prefer to go by Bedford bus—it’s the modern form of public transport!” 
Indeed, the advertisement went on to state that the Bedford bus offered “private car 
comfort.”14 
Even those who could afford no more than bicycles were offered assurance that their 
transportation was as modern as could be. The Raleigh bicycle company launched a major ad 
campaign that featured the twin slogans of “Go-ahead people go by cycle” and “Move with 
the times—on a cycle.” Just to insure that their audience made no mistake about the 
modernity of the bicycle, one advertisement featured a suit-wearing cyclist posed in front of 
an airport—complete with a modern jetliner in flight overhead.15 Other advertisements in the 
                                                
14 Ibid., December 10, 1960. 
15 Ibid., December 16, 1959. 
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campaign featured examples of “go-ahead people,” including the “smart man,” the “student,” 
and the “headman’s son.”16 
 
Figure 7. 
Transportation was not only seen as a marker of success and modernity, but was also 
represented as a reflection of class mobility. A Slumberland mattress advertisement (Figure 
8), for example, highlighted the achievements of “Tom,” whose wise choice of a 
Slumberland mattress allowed him to get the rest he needed to excel in his job as a manual 
laborer—resulting in a raise substantial enough to allow him to buy a car.17 Even the right 
shoes could get you into a car. A none-to-subtle advertisement for Lennards Shoes (Figure 9) 
stated, “Walk to success in LENNARDS SHOES,” and featured a large arrow aiming a pair 
of walking legs toward a picture of a man climbing proudly into the driver’s seat of a car.18 
Get the right shoes and soon you’ll be driving instead of walking! 
Finally, many advertisements highlighted the role of employment in the 
transportation industry as a means to success. Thus, access to transportation was not only a 
marker of wealth, but a means to wealth as well. For example, the United Africa Company 
ran a multi-strip “comic” featuring the rise to success (and Hardy-boys like adventures) of 
“Joseph,” a young lorry driver. The first installment of the serial featured Joseph declaring to 
                                                
16 Ibid., September 20, 1957. 
17 Ibid., October 14, 1958. 
18 Ibid., August 28, 1957. 
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his proud parents “Dad! Mother! It’s all arranged—I’m now a Road Transport Operator.”19 
Joseph was not alone in his success as a lorry driver. A Shell advertisement (Figure 10) for 
multigrade motor oil featured “David, a wealthy lorry driver,” who proudly proclaimed that 
“A successful Man is a MULTIGRADE man.”20 Even humble cyclists could be assured of 
success if they stuck to the right bike. Rudge cycles, no doubt seeking to counter the 
progressive “Go-ahead” theme of Raleigh, developed a slogan stating “LEADING MEN OF 
THE FUTURE RIDE A RUDGE TODAY … and not only today, but every day, because a 
Rudge Bicycle is a symbol of their progress.” Above the image of the progressive Rudge 
rider was an image of several “leading men” sketching out plans on a table with a map of the 
world in the background.21 
 
 
 
 
Figure 8. 
                                                
19 Ibid., December 9, 1957. 
20 Ibid., February 28, 1958. 
21 Ibid., January 22, 1960. Notably, this advertisement was a major step forward in complexity over 
Rudge’s previous efforts, which were more than a little on the Freudian side—featuring a man astride his bike 
saying, “Yes, I’m proud of my Rudge,” while other men knelt down to admire and touch it. 
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Figure 9. 
 
 
Figure 10. 
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Gender and Mobility 
To complete the “troika” of analysis, it is important to note that images of mobility and 
modernity also frequently intersected issues of gender. First, advertisements relating to air 
travel and motor transport almost invariably focused on males. Men were the ones traveling, 
the ones who were involved in the purchase of a new car, or were presented as those involved 
in “technical” pursuits. Thus, both long-distance travel and ownership of motor transport—
and the modernity that these actions entailed—were gendered as male territory. Gender and 
female influence did nonetheless find their way into advertisements. For example, in a 1957 
advertisement (Figure 11) entitled “They’re thrilled with their 1957 VAUXHALL,” the text 
featured what the car offered “for him” and “for her”: 
For Him—the thrill of surging power under perfect control, of smooth responsive 
handling in traffic or on the open road. With its breath-taking performance the 1957 
Vauxhall is every inch a man’s car—and it shows the greatest fuel economy ever. 
For Her—the thrill of deep, spacious comfort and glamours good looks. The beautiful 
finish and luxurious appointments of the 1957 Vauxhall win every woman’s instant 
approval.22  
 
 
Figure 11. 
                                                
22 Ibid., June 11, 1957. 
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An advertisement for Dunlop tires (Figure 12) raised the issue of manliness in a very 
different way. With the headline “WOMEN DON’T WANT MEN WHO MAKE THEM 
WALK!,” the advertisement featured a lorry driver jilted by four women as a result of a flat 
tire. Not surprisingly, a driver who was wise enough to use Dunlop tires earns the women’s 
favor.23 Clearly, the ability of males to attract women via mobility (and the consequences of 
failing to deliver such a service) was seen as a powerful marketing tool. 
 
Women, however, were not to be left out when 
it came to being viewed as potential customers. 
Raleigh bicycles invested considerable energy in 
tailoring advertisements to women. As part of the 
“Move with the times—on a cycle” campaign (Figure 
13), Raleigh also pitched that “The modern woman... 
goes by cycle.” The first of these ads (Figure 14) 
featured a modern Ghanaian woman (dressed in 
Western style) on a bike, accompanied by four smaller 
images of American, French, English, and Dutch 
women with cycles.24 The advertisement copy read: 
“Women all over the world ride bicycles. With a cycle 
you can come and go whenever you please, without 
tiresome walking or waiting and without expense. 
Business women and all active people need a bicycle, 
the trouble free modern transport. Secretaries, nurses, 
teachers, welfare workers, journalists, shop assistants, 
government servants, busy housewives—they all save 
time and effort every day by cycling. You too should 
get a bicycle.”25 
Figure 12. 
At the bottom of the advertisement, just to drive the point home, was the statement “the 
modern woman chooses RALEIGH.” A subsequent advertisement dropped images of 
international women and included small images of women in traditional dress happily riding 
bicycles. The main image, however, presented an oh-so-modern nurse riding a bike.26 These 
advertisements are notable in that they not only represent Ghanaian women on an equal 
footing with other “modern” women, but also because they offer insight into just what sort of 
behavior and employment was likely for up-to-date Ghanaian women. Just as with cars, 
                                                
23 Ibid., April 8, 1958. 
24 Ibid., October 10, 1957. Interestingly, the advertisement states, “In America, the most modern country 
in the world, girls ride bicycles at a very early age.” 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid., April 2, 1958. 
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however, the issue of fashion was utilized as a selling point for potential women cyclists. 
One Raleigh advertisement stated, “Be in the fashion. Get a bicycle.”27 It seems significant, 
however, that such points of style seem less important than independence and mobility. 
 
 
Figure 13. 
Indeed, the issue of women’s mobility and their resulting independence was a fairly 
radical notion anywhere in the world at the time, and the case was certainly no different in 
Ghana. Transportation did seem to be a means by which Ghanaian women (at least those in 
urban areas) could challenge both new and old gender roles. Newspaper stories about women 
who did so were fairly common. For example, Miss M. Anderson was photographed (Figure 
15) for the front page of the Daily Graphic astride her Vespa with the heading, “THE 
SCOOTER GIRL.” The caption stated that “Many girls in Accra are now becoming scooter 
riders. This picture shows Miss M. Anderson who is in charge of the record department of an 
Accra store enjoying a spin in Accra yesterday.”28 When Miss Paulina Boakyewaah became 
the first woman employed by the government as a transport driver, it too was a news event.29 
Even if women weren’t featured as drivers in advertisements at the time, they were clearly 
pushing the boundaries of gendered behavior on their own. 
                                                
27 Ibid., July 16, 1959. 
28 Ibid., November 22, 1958. 
29 Ibid., July 17, 1957. 
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Figure 14. 
    
Figure 15. 
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Perhaps no two groups of women played a more visible role in expanding women’s 
access to mobility than did the winners of the Miss Ghana contest and the flight attendants 
known as “Air Girls.” Both groups set new standards for acceptable behavior for women. 
Beginning in 1958, Ghana selected a beauty contestant who would represent the new country 
at home and abroad. Indeed, the grand prize for Miss Ghana was a trip to London, which, as 
we know, was the ultimate expression of status and modernity—at least in the world of 
Ghanaian advertisements. Notably, the Miss Ghana contest was sponsored by the United 
Africa Company in the years immediately following independence. As a result, each Miss 
Ghana was also a spokeswoman for the products that were sold by the company. 
Advertisements (Figure 16) proclaimed that “Miss Ghana toured London in a VAUXHALL 
VICTOR,” and featured Miss Ghana standing in Trafalgar Square. The advertisement also 
featured Miss Ghana’s description of her experience of driving in London: 
I saw all the wonderful sights of London through the big wide windows of the 
Vauxhall Victor, they give you a perfect view all round! And what a comfortable car 
the Victor is—the seats are so soft and the springing is so good that fast driving seems 
like flying! But most of all I like the Victor’s lovely colours, inside and out, and its 
big modern look. 
 
Figure 16. 
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It is interesting that in their official capacity as Miss Ghana, the early winners of the 
contest always appeared wearing traditional cloth wrappers. Thus, despite the fact that she 
was very much pushing the envelope of female gender roles by traveling to London and even 
driving herself while there (driving fast, no less!), the first Miss Ghana was still very much 
serving as an international representative of her culture.30 
If Miss Ghana had any competition for the nonexistent title of “Official Modern 
Ghanaian Woman,” it was the “Air Girls.” Beginning in 1958, the West African Airways 
Corporation (a subsidiary of the British Overseas Airways Corporation, or BOAC) began 
advertising for the position of “Air Stewardess.” Large advertisements (Figure 17) in the 
Daily Graphic proclaimed, “YOU too can FLY” and featured a smiling young woman 
pointing upwards in a none-too-subtle reference to “upward mobility.”31 The phenomonon of 
women taking part in the new aviation economy became even more visible when the new 
national carrier—Ghana Airways—was launched in 1958 32 In staffing the new Ghanaian-
flagged carrier, Ghana clearly wanted to utilize a Ghanaian crew. Notably, in the absence of 
adequately trained Ghanaian pilots, the Ghanaian flight attendants became celebrity 
representatives of the new country’s conquest of the skies and modernity. Dubbed “Air 
Girls,” each step of their training in Ghana and Britain was followed in the newspapers.33 
The occasion of the announcement of the first Air Girl crew was front-page news.34 Indeed, 
all facets of the Air Girls’ lives were fair game for the press. Newspaper articles chronicled 
their trips to the beach and featured stories highlighting how they “stayed slim.”35 Indeed, 
there was such a craze that even the fact that Nigerian flight attendants were passing through 
Accra on their way home to Lagos from training in Britain made news in the Daily 
Graphic.36 
At first glance it may seem to be something of a stretch to suggest that any sort of 
competition existed between Miss Ghana and the Air Girls. While there may have been no 
competition at the personal level, it may have well existed at the symbolic level. Both groups 
received unprecedented coverage in the Daily Graphic—specifically (if not overtly) because 
each represented somewhat different constructions of modern Ghanaian womanhood.37 Both 
groups traveled internationally, which is what made them “modern.” Yet, in the area of 
womanhood they were very different. Miss Ghana winners in the early years, for example,  
                                                
30 Ibid., August 29, 1957. 
31 Ibid., March 20, 1958. 
32 This topic will be dealt with in greater detail shortly. 
33 See, for example, Daily Graphic, “Three Air Girls to Study in Britain,” July 21, 1959. 
34 Ibid., “The First Pictures of Our New AIR GIRLS,” March 11, 1960. 
35 Ibid., March 23, 1960. In this article a British “Model” instructed the Air Girls on “What to do to keep 
their figures healthy.” 
36 Ibid., “Nigerian Air Girls Here,” July 25, 1959. 
37 The only woman who received greater coverage was the Ghanaian first lady, Fathia Nkrumah. While 
her Egyptian birth helped her to be symbolic of Ghana’s pan-African ambitions, it was something of a 
disadvantage in allowing her to represent Ghanaian womanhood. 
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Figure 17. 
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tended to reflect an ideal of femininity that was decidedly non-western. The early Miss 
Ghana winners were not slim runway models, to say the least. Indeed, Elizabeth Hayford was 
married and had children. The Air Girls, quite to the contrary, were required to be single and 
to be very slim. Further, while Miss Ghana winners appeared in “traditional” wrappers when 
performing official duties, the Air Girls were generally conspicuous for their embrace of 
Western fashion—even appearing in bikinis on the beach. An article entitled “Do You Want 
To Become an Air Girl? Here is how to find out your fitness for the job” enumerated the 
characteristics of a successful candidate, phrased in the form of questions. Some of the 
criteria included: 
  1. Are your looks outstanding? 
  3. Can you mix a dry martini or a Tom Collins? 
  9. Are you a natural blond? 
10. Are you in love? (If so you were of “no use to the company.”) 
11. Can you converse easily with strange men? 
17. Can you wear a thin, well-cut uniform and make it look neat without bulging in 
the wrong places? 
23. Do these questions embarrass you?  
Such standards suggest that the early Miss Ghana winners would not qualify to serve as Air 
Girls. Nonetheless, as proof that the two sets of women were seen as playing similar roles, 
Miss Ghana in 1959 was trained to serve, temporarily, as a “ground stewardess” for Ghana 
Airways. The front-page newspaper story (Figure 18) describing the event appeared under 
the heading “WOMEN IN THE NEWS.” Notably, however, nowhere was Miss Ghana 
referred to as an Air Girl. 38 
While it is important not to deny the achievements of either the Miss Ghana winners 
or the Air Girls in breaking new ground for women’s visibility and access to mobility, the 
nature of their success was also fraught with problems that will be familiar to advocates of 
women’s rights. The issue is simply that the standards by which these women “qualified” for 
their status and mobility were far different from those required of men in order to attain 
similar privileges. While men could typically gain such mobility via the attainment of wealth 
and education, women were or were not qualified depending upon, first and foremost, their 
physical characteristics. While both the Miss Ghanas and the Air Girls represented somewhat 
different norms of feminine beauty, they were norms nonetheless. Few women, thus, could 
hope to attain similar levels of mobility and modernity. 
                                                
38 Daily Graphic, “Women in the News: Learning to be a Hostess,” July 14, 1959. 
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Figure 18. 
Development, Mobility and Modernity 
Representations of modernity in transportation-related advertisements did not operate only at 
the individual level. Indeed, many focused on the quest of the new Ghanaian state to develop 
economically and nationally. Such a dynamic was hardly surprising, given the general 
symbolism of transportation technology as a marker of “development.” What set such 
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advertisements apart, however, was that they did not advertise goods to the individual buyer 
so much as they advertised the contributions of certain companies to Ghanaian development.  
For example, a full-page Shell Oil Company advertisement featured a toddler on a 
rocking horse (perhaps symbolizing the young Ghanaian state) backed by an image of a busy 
roadway. The advertisement’s headline read “Ghana on the move,” and had the byline 
“[Shell] means Progress in the life of Ghana.”39 
Hercules Bicycles ran a similar style of advertisement that featured the bicycle 
backed by trucks carrying materials to a construction site. The ad stated: 
New roads, more schools, better hospitals—these are but a few of the amenities under 
construction in West Africa’s growing countries. Such products are a sign of the spirit 
of enterprise like that which produces the Hercules.…40 
However, no company worked harder to portray itself as a friend to Ghanaian development 
than did the United Africa Company (UAC). As one of the oldest and largest British 
corporations working in West Africa, the UAC had deep roots in the colonial economy of the 
region.41 The UAC not only dealt in motor vehicles, but also ran the Palm Line of shipping 
vessels that carried a considerable portion of the West African region’s import and export 
traffic. The UAC, however, invested considerable effort in presenting itself as an engine of 
development and free-market progress during the era of independence. In this vein the UAC 
released a series of advertisements built around the theme “Wheels of Progress,” and which 
featured various images of motor transport and economic development (Figure 19). One such 
advertisement, which showed a truck being loaded with agricultural produce, included this 
text: 
Our country’s prosperity depends on really efficient road transport. The nation’s 
produce, which is shipped abroad in payment for imports, needs good roads and 
vehicles to take it quickly to the seaports. U.A.C. Motors supply not only the best 
vehicles for the job, but make sure they are kept in good working order by a 
comprehensive spares, repairs and maintenance service. This is the great contribution 
of U.A.C. Motors to the country’s progress and development.42 
Thus, patriotic Ghanaians would be doing their new country a service by patronizing the 
United Africa Company for all their transport goods and services. 
 
 
                                                
39 Daily Graphic, April 27, 1959. 
40 Ibid., May 23, 1958. 
41 See, for example, David Kenne Fieldhouse, Merchant Capital and Economic Decolonization: The 
United Africa Company, 1929–1987 (London: Oxford University Press, 1994). 
42 Daily Graphic, April 4, 1960. 
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Figure 19. 
 
The UAC went beyond simply advertising their goods, and put no small effort into 
serving as spokespersons for the “Free Enterprise System.” In particular, the comic series 
“Joseph” (discussed above) featured frequent references to the glory of capitalism. In this 
comic/advertisement series, the “successful African” was represented by “Mr. Prentice,” a 
manager for the UAC (Figure 20). In addition to frequently plugging the role of the UAC in 
building schools creating jobs, Mr. Prentice also offers Joseph lessons in “Free Enterprise.” 
Witness the following exchange: 
Mr. Prentice: Your Uncle Sampson told me about your transport business Joseph—I 
hear you are prospering! 
Joseph: Yes, Mr. Prentice. I’ve got two trucks now! 
Mr. Prentice: You see Joseph, it’s as I told you. Under Free-Enterprise you reap the 
benefits of your own efforts. And that’s a very fine thing!43 
                                                
43 Ibid., “Joseph, An Urgent Job,” February 24, 1958. 
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Thus, the UAC was not so much advertising products for sale, as it was also advertising a 
whole way of life. Owning a vehicle was only part of the process—for it apparently entailed 
a completely different perspective towards work, wealth, and responsibility to others. 
 
Figure 20. 
Companies like Shell Oil and the UAC were not the only ones working to show that 
they represented Ghana’s quest for modernity. Indeed, the main competitor to these external 
corporations was the Ghanaian government itself. This was especially so as the Ghanaian 
state leaned increasingly towards a state-centered model of development in the early 1960s 
and focused on Ghanaian-produced goods and services. Central to the government’s effort to 
represent Ghana as a modern and developing country was the creation of a national air 
carrier—Ghana Airways (Figure 21). The re-flagging of a BOAC airliner to fly as “Air 
Ghana” (though initially still under BOAC management) was a major news event. Some 
facets of this topic have been covered in the discussion of the creation of the celebrity status 
of the Air Girls. Few aspects of the airline’s development were deemed unnewsworthy. 
Photos in the Daily Graphic featured the Ghanaian flag being painted on the side of the 
airliner, for example.44 The maiden flight for the new carrier, not surprisingly, was front-
page news and featured a photo of Kwame Nkrumah disembarking after the demonstration 
flight.45 In 1960 one of the new airline’s planes was named “Osagyefo” (Nkrumah’s official 
nickname).46 Such events left no doubt that it was the Nkrumah government that was driving 
the country towards modernization. Further coverage of the airline often focused on the 
modernity of the planes being used—offering technical details that highlighted the cutting-
edge technology of the planes. When “Air Ghana” contracted to purchase a Boeing 707 jet 
aircraft, the Daily Graphic ran a two-page spread entitled “Ghana is entering the JET 
AGE.”47 Clearly, investment in the airline was a major means by which the Ghanaian 
government sought to legitimize itself via the role of providing “modernity” to Ghana. 
                                                
44 Ibid., July 16, 1958. 
45 Ibid.  
46 Ben R. Guttery, Encyclopedia of African Airlines (Jefferson, NC: McFarland Press, 1998), 75. 
47 Daily Graphic, “Ghana is Entering the JET AGE,” August 16, 1958. 
Social Mobility     23 
 
 
 
Figure 21. 
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Popular Responses to Representations of Transportation and Modernity 
While the messages of modernity represented in the advertisements examined so far are 
fairly clear, one further question is more difficult to answer: what impact did such 
advertisements have on the Ghanaian audience? In particular, to what degree did these 
advertisements actually inform, rather than reflect, notions of race, class, gender, and 
development? Further, who was producing these advertisements? Were these the work of 
European advertising agents, or were the companies employing African advertising 
designers? Obviously, the answer to these questions necessitates data beyond that available 
from the advertisements themselves. Ideally, interviews with the audience from the period 
would provide the “market research” data essential to understanding the degree to which the 
advertisements of the day influenced Ghanaian’s perspectives towards transport and 
modernity.  
Even in the absence of such specific data, various circumstantial forms of evidence 
suggest that the popular images of transport and modernity were very much in line with those 
found in advertisements of the time. For example, literature from the time very much reflects 
the high pressures placed upon “successful” individuals to represent their economic progress 
with the purchase of automobiles. In Achebe’s No Longer at Ease, for example, it is in part 
the demands placed on Obi to buy and maintain a car that leads him to take the path of 
corruption that eventually leads to his downfall.48 The protagonist of Armah’s The Beautiful 
Ones Are Not Yet Born suffers the recriminations of his wife because he has not purchased a 
car—a purchase rendered impossible because he is too honest to take bribes. In post-colonial 
literature, cars do not symbolize wealth so much as they do corruption. The following excerpt 
from Armah’s novel, however, suggests that at least some aspects of the advertising image of 
mobility and status had been internalized by the character of the protagonist’s wife. 
Traveling, even a short ride in a taxi, had a very noticeable effect on Oyo.... 
Somehow it was most often in taxis and buses and trains that she brought up the 
subject of distant relatives who had money and power.… ”Aaaah, cousin Grace!” She 
proceeded relentlessly. “Did I show you the latest postcard she sent me from 
London?” 49  
Some academic research also suggests that transportation held powerful meaning for 
common Africans as a means to social mobility and as a form of economic modernity. In 
particular, Sara Berry’s Father’s Work for their Sons highlights the degree to which 
agricultural workers sought to move their sons into more modern fields, such as that of auto 
mechanics.50 Furthermore, anyone who has lived or worked in Africa can offer considerable 
amounts of anecdotal experience regarding the role of transport in popular conceptions of 
status and development. 
 
                                                
48 Achebe, No Longer at Ease. 
49 Armah, The Beautiful Ones Are Not Yet Born, 140–42. 
50 Sara Berry, Fathers Work for Their Sons: Accumulation, Mobility, and Class Formation in an Extended 
Yoruba Community (Berkeley: University of California Press 1985). 
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Conclusions 
This paper has highlighted the insights that popular culture sources—in this case newspaper 
advertisements and stories—can provide toward our understanding of the complexity of 
Ghanaian self-image and identity during the early independence era. Clearly, Ghanaians saw 
themselves as increasingly mobile; not simply in physical terms, but also as individuals and 
as a community who were undertaking a conquest of space that had once been largely denied 
to them by political, social, economic, and technological barriers. More so, this space was not 
simply national. Ghanaians were not only gaining sovereignty over physical and social 
mobility at home, but they were also expressing their newfound freedom on a global scale as 
well, whether by performing “modern” behaviors at home or traveling internationally. 
Certainly most Ghanaians were not buying cars or flying internationally, but the power of 
representation and association that is expressed in these advertisements and stories should not 
be discounted in terms of the way such images informed the self and national image of a 
much wider swath of the Ghanaian population. Indeed, it is a common hallmark of 
advertising that in order to sell items, you must also sell a self-image—even to those who 
cannot afford the product. Indeed, the synergy between the commercial and national images 
of “progress” found in advertisements and newspaper stories is striking. 
Notably, it is possible to interpret the images presented by these advertisements and 
stories negatively: as yet another example of the failures of independence. In such a view, 
these advertisements were perhaps first and foremost an expression of the desire of 
international capital to exploit the desires of newly independent Ghanaians. However, an 
alternative interpretation of this issue would be that in the heady days of early Ghanaian 
independence, Ghanaians and international business took the country’s newfound 
sovereignty seriously. Indeed, these advertisements reflect an almost giddy sense of 
optimism. In hindsight, perhaps this optimism was unrealistic. Perhaps it was just one more 
aspect of the independence-era “crises of expectations.” However, such situations are true of 
all economic and political booms, and it would in a way be cruel to deny the reality of this 
optimism to the actors of the time. As such, the images and stories found in the Daily 
Graphic during the late 1950s and early 1960s reflect a moment when Ghanaians and 
international corporations very much saw Ghana as a part of the modern world. These images 
and stories thus provide a perhaps unexpected and refreshing counterpoint to images of 
failure and under development that have become an all-too-common staple of popular 
representations of African economics and society. 
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